Insert cool title (help me I have no idea) 


Avery Shultz 


Usually I thrive in English class, but this new assignment is stressing me out. A short story that 
relates to our heritage and is also due in two weeks? I don’t even know where to begin! I lean back in my 
chair, trying to brainstorm ideas, but nothing comes to mind. Come on! There’s gotta be something I can 
write about! I think frantically. I’m usually so good at this! Why can’t I think of something? 

I realize I’m gripping the edge of the desk so tightly my knuckles are turning white. Letting go of 
the table, I try to take deep breaths and relax. I look around the room and see my classmates hard at work 
writing their own stories. Even if I had an idea, there are so many people here that are better writers than 
me. How will I ever compare to them? It’s bigger than just a little assignment, I want to do this as a job. 

I should get some water. I’m getting distracted. As I get up, the world spins around me. Colors 
blur together and I stagger backwards to grip onto my chair, but I miss and fall down. I hear someone yell 
my name. Instead of hitting the floor, I keep falling. I scream as loud as I can, but my voice is ripped 
away into the void of swirling colors. I shut my eyes as tight as I can until the falling sensation goes away. 

Feeling solid ground under me, I tentatively open my eyes. Whoa. Where the hell am I? I look 
around to find I’m sitting on a road paved with cobblestones, surrounded by crumbling buildings with 
clotheslines strung between them. Sunlight filters through the jungle of clothes set out to dry, catching on 
the abundant particles of dust in the air. It seems I’m in an alleyway of some kind, with no one in sight. 
How did I get here? I slowly get to my feet and pull out my phone. The lock screen lights up, displaying 
the same time as when I was in class. 

“No cell service. Great.” I grumble and put my phone away. 

Did I hit my head when I fell? Is this some sort of delirious dream? I pinch myself, the only way I 
remember how to make sure I’m awake. My arm stings where I pinched it. Not a dream, then. 

I guess I could try to find someone to talk to, I muse, but it’s probably safer to just observe for 


now. Warily, I choose a direction and walk down the alleyway for a while. After a few minutes, I see 


someone walking up ahead and decide to follow him. Maybe he could lead me somewhere I could find 
clues as to where I am. He turns down several streets, and I wonder if this is a good idea. Just as I’m 
debating whether to ditch him or not, he knocks on a door and a woman opens it. They exchange a few 
words, but it sounds like it’s in another language. I recognize a word I’ve heard my Nonna say and realize 
they’re speaking Italian. Did I somehow travel to Italy? 

That’s ridiculous. There’s no way I could’ve fallen all the way to another continent! I shake my 
head. Maybe this is a one-off. Maybe these people are just speaking Italian because it’s their first 
language. Then where am I? The question rings through my head, having no real answer. 

The woman waves the man I was following through the door and they disappear into the house. 
Great. My only lead. I go over my options, ultimately deciding that my only choice is to keep walking. If I 
can get to a more populated area, maybe I can ask someone where I am. 

I set off down the narrow beige alleyway, keeping watch for any people that might be passing by, 
but the streets seem to be deserted. A scuffling noise from the street corner startles me, my guard up 
immediately. A chicken emerges from the source of the noise and runs across my path. I let out a breath of 
relief. Ignoring roads that head in different directions, I keep walking down this street. After a while, I 
begin to hear the sounds of chatter and bustling life. A dog barking. Children yelling. Strangely, I don’t 
hear any cars, as I would expect to in a busy town. I change my course to follow the sound, and the 
buildings shift from two-story dwellings to larger, more complex structures with intricate architecture. 
The road I’m following widens, shops lining the edges. The area becomes more populated with people 
riding bicycles and carriages, and I notice the townspeople staring at me. A feeling of unease arises, my 
shoulders tightening. I notice a Sicilian flag on the side of a building fluttering in the light breeze. 

So I am in Italy. Sicily, actually. But which city? If I can find my specific location, maybe I can 
figure out how to get back home. Home. The word seems so distant, detached from the reality I find 


myself in. The more time I spend here, the more dread starts to build. 


Still perplexed as to how and why I’m halfway across the world, I spot a street sign across the 
way. Via Roma. The name sounds familiar, but I’m not sure why. Something tells me I should go down 
this familiar street. It might lead me to a landmark I could pinpoint my location with. 

I head over to Via Roma and wander along it, taking in the sights of palm trees and ornate 
balconies. When I get to a street called Via Vittorio Emanuel, my gut tells me to turn onto it. As I head 
down the road, my thoughts again turn to home. Will I be able to get back? An hour must’ve passed 
already, the teachers are probably freaking out right now. 

As the street narrows into a pedestrian-only section, I can see past the corner of the block. A 
beautiful cathedral looms ahead, with a large domed spire and well-maintained palm trees decorating the 
parvis. Recognizing it instantly as the Cattedrale di Palermo, I finally know exactly where I am. Relief 
mingles with dread as I begin to theorize on how I got here. 

My surroundings get darker, and I think for a second I might be hallucinating, but I look up and 
realize a cloud has passed over the sun. The light breeze strengthens into a chilly wind. Still staring at the 
cathedral in shock, I mechanically put on the hoodie that was tied around my waist. The wind blows a 
tumbling newspaper into my leg, and I bend down to pick it up. Skimming over the front page, my eye 
catches on the date. 

No. No, that can’t be right! Staring up at me emotionlessly was an impossibility. It must have 
been a typo. I cast the newspaper aside and grab another one out of some woman’s hands a few steps 
away. Snatching it up, I frantically examine the front page as she lets out an indignant noise. No, no, no, 
no, no! How in the hell did I manage to travel to February 10th, 1924? Time travel isn’t real, everyone 
knows that. It’s a paradox, it could never exist in real life! But reality slaps me in the face on the page in 
front of me. Somehow, for some inexplicable reason, I’m over a hundred years in the past. And I have no 
way to get back. 

I realize I’m crinkling the edges of the newspaper with my vice grip. The lady I stole it from is 


glaring at me with crossed arms. 


“Here,” I shove it into her hands. “Take it back!” I can’t stand the weight of it in my hands 
anymore. The reminder that I’m farther from home than I thought. 

I stumble backward, needing to escape this place. Out of the corner of my eye, I see a dark figure 
watching me from the shadows of an alleyway. A cloak of foreboding and panic encases me. The figure 
stares at me a second longer, then turns around and stalks off. 

I need to follow them. The realization surprises me. This is my only lead to why I’m here. This 
person isn’t like the other people on the street. They stare at me for what I now know is my modern 
clothing, but the dark figure has a completely different aura, hiding in the shadows like they’re up to 
something. 

Calling my legs to action, I chase after the figure, peeking around corners and following at a 
distance through the narrow alleyway. The shadows give the place a gritty feel, but the houses don't get 
any less extravagant. Moving more carefully now, I constantly glance around for any danger. I hear a 
noise behind me, but it’s just another chicken. They always seem to be in the wrong place at the wrong 
time. Distracted, I round the corner, forgetting to check beforehand if it’s clear. 

My mind registers the gun held by a man in a dark cloak pointing at my skull a few yards away 
seconds before it fires. My heart nearly stops, and the world rotates disorientingly. Gravity is working 
strangely, and I think I’m falling as I hear a gunshot. Colors blend together and whirl past me as I feel a 
sense of movement and dizziness. It seems to last forever, yet before I know it my head hits the smooth 
linoleum floor and I’m blinded by light. I hear a voice, but I can’t figure out what it’s saying. Slowly, the 
world comes into focus and I sit up, reaching for my head. 

“Avery? Avery! Are you okay?” my friend asks me. She’s halfway out of her chair with a 
concerned look on her face. 

“What- what happened?” I glance around at all the faces of my classmates staring at me. 


“You just fell over! Are you okay?” she repeats. 


“Yeah, I think so.” I get up and sink back into my chair, appropriately embarrassed. Most people 
turn away, back to their work, but I notice one kid staring at me with a confused expression. “Uh, do you 
need something?” 

“I could’ve sworn you just disappeared for a second.” My heart skips a beat. So it wasn’t just a 
strange dream. He shakes his head and turns away. “I must be trippin’,” 

I was only gone a second? It felt like ages. I stare at my computer. The empty document where 
I’m supposed to write my short story is still open. It seems insignificant now. What if I travel back in time 
again? I could get stranded there; I have no idea how I got back the first time. I’1l need supplies, but what? 
I open a new tab and start researching things I’d need to survive. A canteen for water, dried nonperishable 
food, and basic first aid will be easy to get, but some supplies might be a bit harder. How am I going to 
get ahold of old clothes to fit into 1920s Italy? What about money? 

I research the currency at the time and find it’s worth hundreds of dollars now. That’s not going to 
work. What can I trade or sell in place of money? What was scarce back then that’s easy to get now? 
Suddenly it hits me. Pearls! They’re reasonably priced now, but in the 1920s natural pearls were worth 
quite a lot. Maybe we have some lying around somewhere at home. What else would I need? A bag, for 
sure, to hold all the stuff. Etsy has an old Italian handbag of substantial size listed, that’s as good as it’s 
going to get. 

Then I remember the language barrier. What if I bring some kind of translation tool? My fingers 
race across the keyboard, researching Italian dialects and differences between old and modern Sicilian. I 
find a phrasebook that dates back to the WWII era, that should be close enough. I rack my brains. What 
else? I highly doubt I’d ever be able to get ahold of a gun, much less a vintage one that would blend in. 
Could I even kill, if I needed to? I’m not sure. 

The period ends, and I feel satisfied with my list. The question is, how am I going to obtain all of 
the items? I spend the day worrying that at any moment I could fall through the cracks of space-time, but I 


get home unscathed. At dinner, I bring up the list to my parents. It’s a shot in the dark, but it’s all I’ve got. 


“So, there’s this school project where we have to, like, pretend to survive in a different time 
period, and I was wondering if you could buy the stuff I’d need?” It’s not a complete lie. 

“That depends on what you need.” My mom replies. “Text me the links and Pll see what I can 
do.” 

“Thank you!” I say breathlessly, relieved. I grab my phone and paste the links from my list into a 
text message and send it. 

“Hey, no phones at the table!” teases my dad. We make small talk about how our days were. 

“They should arrive tomorrow.” Somehow my mom has bought everything in the short span of 


time we were talking. I feel a little better knowing soon I’ll be prepared. 


After dinner, my hands hover over the keyboard of my laptop, my english assignment still blank. 
The LoFi music I put on is not helping in the slightest. The walls of my room seem to close in on me as 
my thoughts again turn to my time travel. What ifs start spilling through my head. What if I time travel 
again before the gear arrives? What if I forgot something important? Or what if, I wonder darkly, I travel 
to a completely different time and place so the items I’ve so meticulously researched are obsolete? My 
heart rate speeds up and I try to stop my brain from panicking, but it’s too late. ve already spiraled into 
hundreds of different scenarios, and soon the room follows suit. I’m falling again, watching my reality get 
ripped to shreds by a malevolent vortex. 

I can see the ground this time, coming up on me rapidly. My feet touch the ground and the 
swirling subsides. I’m in the exact same spot as when I left, but the man who nearly killed me is nowhere 
in sight. Back here again? Well, at least I know where and when I am. 

Far off footsteps catch my attention. I decide to follow them, but more cautiously this time. Sure 
enough, as I creep through the backstreets of Palermo, the suspicious man is still lurking around. He leads 
me through more dark alleys until he reaches an open street and stops, seeming to have reached his 
destination. The man stands in front of a beautiful house, ornately decorated with an intricate facade. He 


steps up to the door and promptly gets let in without having to knock. 


Crap. Now what? Where do I go from here? I guess I could check out the house. I’d have to be 
careful though. I sidle up to the window next to the front door and furtively peek through. The entrance 
room is large, with plush velvet couches and luxurious curtains. On the far wall is a fireplace with several 
paintings hung on either side. As I take a closer look at the paintings, my eyes are drawn to a specific one. 
Shock courses through me, and I stagger back, away from the house. 

HOW? I think, aghast. Exactly how am I IN THE PAINTING? I put my hands on my head and 
claw at my hair. What the hell is going on? I pinch myself again. Still not a dream. I take another look at 
the painting hung to the side of the fireplace. My own face glares back at me, and next to it I recognize a 
younger version of my great great grandmother who I’ve only seen in photos. My confusion builds as I try 
to puzzle out how this could possibly happen. There is one final person in the painting, a young man I 
don’t recognize who couldn’t be much older than me. 

My mind races, struggling to find a solution to this paradox. I pinch the bridge of my nose, 
attempting to slow my breathing as I wrap my head around the situation. So. I’m a time traveler, whose 
face is for some reason hanging in the living room of the person who almost shot me. Who hasn’t been 
through this kind of thing? | think, laughing with a deranged hysteria. 

The questions race through my brain, dizzyingly fast. What if they find me here? Did the man 
with the gun recognize me? And most pressingly, why am I in that painting? 

I take a few more slow steps back, losing control of my breath. The air flows faster and faster, 
until it feels like it’s not moving at all. My head spins. A man walking by notices me, and asks me 
something in Italian in a concerned tone. I shake my head, too dizzy to speak. I trip backwards on a loose 
cobblestone and my hands sting as they catch me. Crying out in pain, my vision fades to black as the 


world pitches forward. 


I wake up in my comfy leather chair, in front of my computer. It hasn’t even gone into sleep 
mode. My head is pounding, as is my pulse in my ears. I look down at my hands to find them scraped and 


bloody. As I wash them off in the bathroom, I realize what this means. I got hurt in the past and my 


injuries carried over to the present, so it’s safe to assume that the same would happen if I were to die 
there. The realization makes my gut lurch. 

I go to bed trying to quiet the relentless questions that plague me. I try to make my mind as silent 
as the dark around me, but each voice still clamors for attention, repeating the same worries from earlier. 
Eventually, I fall asleep, but my night is troubled with dreams of time travel misadventures. 

The whole next day I’m paranoid, dreading the moment the dizziness will find me again and 
whisk me away. Thankfully, the day passes uneventfully, and when I arrive home the survival supplies are 
waiting for me on the doorstep. Once everything is inside, I methodically pack everything I can into the 
bag. There are still a lot of things that don’t fit, so I ask my dad if we have some kind of trunk to carry the 
rest. 

“The only trunk we have is the one we use as our coffee table.” He shrugs. 

I smack my forehead. “Oh right! That’ll work!” 

“Wait, what? What do you need it for?” 

“Not all the stuff fits in that little bag, and I need somewhere else to store it all.” 

“Okay, just don’t damage it.” I nod, already dragging it to my room. 

The trunk is a little tricky to open, but I manage to after a little while. I’ve never actually seen 
inside, a beautiful light blue velvet lining the interior. The rest of my provisions fit nicely into the large 
black and brass box. I feel a little better now that I’m prepared, but I can’t exactly carry this huge trunk 


with me to school. I can, however, bring the smaller bag, and that eases some of my worries. 


The rest of the week seems to fly past, with no trips to the good ol’ days. It’s getting close to the 
end of the school year, and all our projects are wrapping up. I’ve been spending every waking moment at 
home learning Italian. Sitting in the classroom where I first went back in time, the English teacher asks 
how our projects are coming. Oh no. It’s the Friday before the story is due and I still have nothing. No 
ideas, nothing written at all. I try my hardest to come up with something, but my mind is blank. 


Unsatisfied and disquieted, I spend all day stressing about this assignment. 


Back at home, the uneasy feeling in my stomach knots even tighter, combining with worries of 
time travel. I can hardly remember a time when I wasn t stressed about something. It’s getting a little 
tiring. 

Another blast to the past is imminent, I can feel it coming. Not wanting to be caught off guard, I 
change into one of the 1920s outfits. I grab the handbag and my computer from inside my backpack and 
sit on the trunk in my room, feverishly brainstorming for my story. Two hours in, my bullet points are 
getting more and more nonsensical as my brain is wrung dry of ideas. I reread all the points I have so far, 
and to my dismay, all of them are thin and don’t inspire me. The concepts are weak with no substantial 
plot potential. If this was a fantasy writing assignment, I’d be set. I have so many ideas for those, but 
something like this is way out of my comfort zone. 

Or maybe I’m just a bad writer, whispers a nagging little part of my mind. Do I really think I can 
do this for a living? 

A couple more hours pass with no success. My mind is drained and I’m exhausted. I keep getting 
distracted and have to refocus myself on the task at hand. Glancing at the clock, I gasp at how late it’s 
gotten. 1:30am. I’m lucky it’s Saturday tomorrow. 

I should go to bed, but I can’t sleep until I get a good idea for the story! I have to think of 
something! I can only watch as the time passes, in a sort of paralysis that prevents me from doing 
anything productive. My mind races, tumbling over itself as it struggles to decide what to agonize over 
first. The fact that my body needs rest? That there’s an assignment due next week I have yet to start? Or 
that I could get ripped from this time period into another at any moment? Why not throw some 
existentialism into the mix? My shoulders feel a thousand pounds heavier and my head aches. When the 
dizziness sets in, I know what’s about to happen. 

This time, the swirling is calmer, with a weight that drags me under. The pressure threatens to 
crush the wind out of my lungs, but eventually it subsides and my surroundings come into focus again. I 


find myself sitting on top of my trunk, in front of the same house as before. 


It’s dusk now, the sky a rosy purple. The street looks much gloomier in shadow, the darkest 
corners looming ominously. A shiver trails across my spine. Looking through the window, the painting 
with my face in it is nowhere to be seen. I need to find out why my great great grandmother and I were in 
that picture. After a moment of working up some courage, I drag my trunk up to the front door and knock 
hesitantly. 

The door creaks open. Standing in front of me is a man with a looming frame towering above me. 

“Chi sei?” He asks gruffly. 

By now I’ve learned enough Italian to understand that means ‘who are you?’. I respond 
nervously, using my great great grandmother’s last name, “I’m.. a Di Blasi. Parli inglese?” 

“A little bit. Di Blasi, you say?” I nod, and his demeanor relaxes slightly. “What are you here 
for?” 

“Pd like to visit Caterina.” 

“Come in.” The man steps aside to let me through the door. It swings shut behind us, with a heavy 
thud against the doorframe. He barks an order in Italian at the men standing in front of the entrance to the 
next room, who quickly scurry over and take my trunk from me. “They will prepare a room for you.” He 
tells me. “Follow them.” 

“Thank you.” I hurry after the men who are carrying my belongings. We head up a wide staircase 
with a patterned stair runner into a hallway with dark green walls and lights set in them, though they 
didn’t illuminate much. They set my trunk down in front of a dark brown door halfway down. 

One of the men provides me with a brass key. “Dinner is in half an hour. Don’t be late.” 

“Okay..” I say, “but how will I know where to go?” 

“Ask one of the others, they’ Il lead you,” the second man suggests. They sweep away back the 
way they came. 

I look down at the intricate key in my hand. I guess I should go in. The key slides easily into the 


lock, and the door opens with a click. Wow. They really don't spare any expense. 


The room is centered around a large wooden bed with a canopy of curtains above it. Paintings and 
photographs in ornate frames decorate the walls. Carpeted floor transforms into dark wood panels that 
travel partway up the walls. I drag my trunk across the room and push it to the side of the bed as I wonder 
what I’ve gotten myself into. 

“Ciao!” A voice says. I whirl around to find a woman who must be in her late twenties leaning 
against the doorway. Caterina Di Blasi, my great great grandmother. “You must be my niece Angila! From 
the Cook Islands, right? My brother-in-law didn’t teach you Italian, eh?” 

“He sure tried,” I lie, instantly grateful she provided me with a story. “But I’m learning now!” 

“Good! It’s nice to meet you. Your father has told me so much about you.” She shakes my hand 
between both of hers. “Come, meet my sisters.” 

She pulls me gently by my wrists out of my room into a crowd of young women who greet me. 
They shake my hands, chattering in Italian and English. 

“Are all of these your sisters?” I ask, surprised. 

Caterina laughs. “Heavens no! I have four sisters here, the rest of these ladies are engaged to 
someone or other in the family.” 

She goes on to introduce me to her sisters one by one, and we all chat for a while in my great 
great grandma’s room. After a while, all the women start making their way down the hallway. I figure it’s 
time for dinner, and follow Caterina through the halls. We enter a large dining room, lit by a beautiful 
chandelier in the center of the ceiling. The seats are mostly filled by now, so I find a chair next to my 
great great grandmother. We all sit down, and I stare at the food in front of me. It looks delicious, but I 
should probably wait for someone to tell us we can eat. I wouldn’t want to make a bad impression, 
especially since I know at least one of them to be dangerous. 

The man at the head of the table speaks. “Buon appetito.” 

Everyone digs in, helping themselves to servings of Pasta con le Sarde, parmigiana, arancini, and 


more dishes that I can’t put a name to. I’m a little indecisive on what to eat, but I make myself just pick 


something and eat it. I dish some pasta onto my plate, and Caterina helps me out by suggesting foods to 
try. The food is amazing, though I have to force down some of the foods with ingredients I don’t like. 

After everyone is settled in and talking amongst themselves, the man who seems to be in charge 
speaks again. “As you can see, we have a new guest. Let us welcome her with our best hospitality.” He 
turns to me. “Introduce yourself to everyone.” 

I stand up nervously. “Hello, I’m Angila, Caterina’s niece. It’s nice to meet you all.” Sinking back 
into my chair, I see the men whisper to each other, then smile at me. Some introduce themselves, some 
don’t. Dinner goes on for a while. I make small talk with Caterina and her sisters as the group finishes 
their food. Soon the men all leave the room, and the women begin to clear the table. 

“Where are they going?” I ask my great great grandma. 

“Oh, they go off once and a while to discuss important matters. I wouldn’t worry about it.” 

But I do worry about it. While the rest of the ladies finish cleaning the area, I sneak off through 
the door the men had gone through. I only make it a few steps before Caterina catches up to me. 

“Angila. I beg you, do not snoop around. Some things are better off not knowing.” 

Dread creeps through me. Now I really have to know what they’re up to. “Okay.” I concede for 
now. We go up a different staircase that leads back up to the rooms. 

Once in my room, I open my trunk. Atop a pile of clothes is the handbag I brought. Rummaging 
through it, my fingers grasp the old phrasebook. I wonder briefly if this is a good idea, but I need to know 
what’s going on. The door clicks open quietly when I twist the handle and I slip out. Perfect. Treading 
carefully, I tiptoe down the stairs that Caterina showed me. I follow the sounds of muffled voices down 
the dim twisting hallways until I’m in front of the door they’re clearly coming from. I press my back 
against the wall next to the door and slide down into a crouch. The pages of my phrasebook make way too 
much noise for comfort as I flip through them, matching words I hear to ones in the book. At first I’m 
miserable at it, only recognizing useless words that don’t tell me anything, but after a few minutes 


something clicks. I hear a word that matches the word for murder in the book. 


Murder?! I must not have heard that right. I try to convince myself, but then they start talking 
about hit jobs. Okay, maybe I did. Crap. Am I related to the mafia? 

Suddenly the door beside me clicks, like a lock is opening. Oh god. I need to get out of here. My 
feet are moving and I’m up the stairs before my mind can even register what’s happening. I bolt down the 
hallways, feeling the air rush past me, until I reach my room, hunched over and gasping for breath. 
Standing in the doorway next to mine is Caterina, looking disapprovingly at me with a raised eyebrow. 
She beckons me to follow her into her room, and I oblige, a bit worried about what she’ll say. Caterina 
shuts the door behind us, and waves me over to an armchair, which I sink into. Looking around, I realize 
her room is a lot larger than mine, with more furniture and possessions. 

Caterina picks up a piece of paper and stares at it. “You were snooping around, weren’t you?” It’s 
not a question. 

No use in lying. “I’m sorry.” I struggle to find an excuse, but the words don’t come out. “I...” 

“If they catch you... well, let’s just say you aren’t the first one who thought she could poke 
around in a bear’s den.” The tone of her voice sends a cold shiver down my spine. “We aren’t allowed to 
speak about Rosa anymore. We pretend she never even existed.” 

“I promise Pll be careful.” I mumble. I have to change the subject. “What’s that you’re holding?” 

She hands it to me. “A message from my husband. He’s away on a business trip.” 

I examine the slip of paper. It’s a telegram, with a typed note describing how the sender misses 
her, and how he can’t wait to come home. Business trip. Yeah, I bet I know what type of business he’s 
taking care of. My eyes skim the telegram, catching on something I missed. October 7th, 1923? I went 
further back in time? So that’s why my picture wasn’t in the entrance room. 

“You must miss him.” 

“Yeah. He’s one of the good ones.” There’s a hint of longing in her voice. There’s a long pause. 
“Well, you should probably go to bed. It’s getting late.” 

I glance at the grandfather clock against the wall. 10pm. “I guess I should. Pll see you tomorrow, 


I presume.” I start to get up from the armchair, and Caterina pulls me in for a hug. 


She grips me tightly and murmurs in my ear. “I know you’re not going to let this go, so at least 
listen to me. Do not let them catch you. Don’t leave anything where they can find it, keep your door 
locked. And most of all, never repeat what you hear.” She releases me. 

I nod, shaken, and leave for my room. Once I’m alone, I pull out the sketchbook I brought with 
me and flip to a random page close to the end. My pencil flies across the paper, scribbling what I heard 
and what Caterina told me. The information hasn’t really registered in my mind yet, and I feel kind of 
numb. I’ll keep adding to this as more details are uncovered. I close the sketchbook and place it in the 
bottom of my trunk, under all the clothes and other supplies. Getting into bed, I wonder what’s in store for 


me. 


Over the next few uneventful days, I help the other women with their chores. They start to teach 
me how to make their amazing food. Caterina has assigned herself as my chaperone, showing me the 
ropes and making sure I’m comfortable. She’s certainly keeping an eye on me as well. At times of rest, 
when there’s nothing to do, I study my phrasebook, learning as much Italian as possible. By now I can say 
simple phrases and hold a short conversation in Italian. 

On the fourth night since I came here, another meeting is held. With Caterina self-appointing as 
my alibi, as I sneak off to the meeting room. Posting myself outside the door closest to my staircase 
escape route, I open my phrasebook and begin to translate what I hear and write it down in my 
sketchbook. Through muffled voices, I can make out that there seems to be a new plot afoot, a new person 
on the hit list. I don’t hear anything helpful, though. 

Suddenly, even though the meeting is still in session, the door on the opposite side of the room 
bursts open. Several men run out, and my heart nearly stops. My surroundings blur, and as I’m freaking 
out, I fall through a whirling vortex. The world materializes around me and I’m sitting on the floor in my 
room in the present where my trunk used to be. I put my hand on my neck to feel my racing pulse and try 
to calm down. Taking deep breaths, I manage to muster up the effort to stand up. I grab onto my desk, 


waiting for the dizziness to go away. The clock reads 2am, and I realize how exhausted I am. I haven’t 


gotten a good sleep in way too long. I climb into bed with my phrasebook and sketchbook right next to 
me in case I somehow travel back in time in my sleep. 

When I awake in the late morning, I write out my theories on my time travel in my sketchbook, 
and try to relax. Nothing’s working though, and I can feel a pit in my stomach getting deeper with each 
breath I take. I realize I haven’t had a shower in forever, and maybe that will calm me down. 

After a very nonrelaxing paranoid shower, I change back into the 1920s disguise and sit in my 
room, hiding from my family and restlessly waiting to go back to the past. I spend my time pouring over 
my phrasebook, trying to learn as much Italian as I can while I wait. If an idea about my situation comes 
to me, I scribble it in the page of my sketchbook, which has become a nonsensical theory board for all my 
ramblings. My brain is scattered and I feel like I’m drifting through time instead of really being present. 
My mental state has slipped down the drain. I’m constantly tired, paranoid, and confused as my reality 
spans two dimensions of time. What happened in the past and what happened in the present begin to blur 
together, the memories vivid yet distant at the same time. 

Monday morning arrives, and I sit in my room, having no clue what to do. My dad calls out from 
the other room to tell me that we need to leave for school soon. I’m gonna have to change into modern 
clothing again, but what if I show up in the mafia house wearing them? They would probably kill me. But 
I can’t go to school like this! The indecisiveness sends me into a panic. My thoughts jumble together. I 
put my hands on my head to stabilize myself, breathing heavily. The next thing I know, I’m pressed 
against the wall of the meeting room. Back in Palermo, I guess. I’m simultaneously relieved and 
distraught. I just wish this nightmare would end! 

There doesn’t seem to be anyone in the room behind me, as I don’t hear any voices. I slowly walk 
over to the door the men came out of and test the handle. It’s unlocked. Glancing behind me, I slip 
through the door. 

The meeting room is a large space, with dark red walls and a long table in the center. There are 
cabinets on the closest wall, which I imagine will have important information. Flickering lamps hung 


from the ceiling cast a foreboding glow over the room. I tread carefully over to the cabinet, knowing that 


at any moment the mafiosos could return. Rifling through the drawers, I write down as much information 
as I can in my sketchbook. Dates, names, profiles of family members. Once I’ve gone through all the 
files, I take a deep breath and step out of the room. No one is there thankfully, so I make my way up the 
stairs and back to my room. 

Once inside, I translate the information and begin to piece it all together. My brain begins to work 
logically again, with no trace of the mania from earlier. There seems to be an upcoming mission that has 
been planned and set up for quite some time. From what I found, I deduce that it’s most likely a mass 
murder of another rival mafia family. Possible dates are months from now, so I won’t worry too much 
about it at the moment. This mission should require most of the men, so maybe that could be an opening 


to either snoop around or escape if the need arises. 


Over the next few months, nothing eventful happens. I help the women with housekeeping, 
become better at cooking, and learn Italian. My side project that has consumed my life is growing ever 
larger as I keep listening in on mafia meetings. One day, as I’m scribbling late at night, my door swings 
open. I jump, and scramble to hide my sketchbook, but it turns out to be just Caterina. Relief washes over 
me as she shuts the door behind her and makes her way over to me. 

“You really should lock your door,” She murmurs in a low voice. “You’re lucky it was me who 
came in.” 

I nod, cursing myself for being so stupid. 

“How is your... project coming along?” She asks me. 

“Pretty well,” I say, guarded. 

Caterina sits on my bed next to me. “Can I ask what you’re doing all of this for?” 

I sigh, thinking. “I guess I just want to know if I’m in danger.” 

She smiles sadly. “We’re always in danger here.” I narrow my eyes. She doesn’t seem happy, like 


she wants to leave but can’t articulate it. “I have noticed you talk differently.” 


“W-what?” My heart skips a beat. I scramble to find an excuse. “Because I’m from the Cook 
Islands?” 

“No, you just say things differently. I’m not sure how to describe it.” I smile nervously. She goes 
on, “You’re doing well on your Italian. It’s impressive you’ve been able to hold this conversation for as 
long as it’s been.” 

Honestly I hadn’t even noticed I’ve been speaking Italian this whole time. The language had just 
clicked in my head. “Thanks!” 

“T wouldn’t let the others know you can speak the language this well now. They still don’t trust 
you, and if they find out, they will stop talking if you go by.” Caterina advises. She’s right. It could be 
useful to see what people say about me when they think I can’t understand. From what I’ve already 
overheard, the men think I’m suspicious, and the unmarried women see me as a threat. 

“Youre probably right,” I say after a while. 

“Tf they find this,” she points to my sketchbook, “know they will not keep your secret like I do. It 
will put us both in danger.” 

“We’re always in danger here,” I echo her previous sentiment. She smiles at me. 

“I miss the days when I was free,” Caterina sighs wistfully. “Before they brought me here.” She 
pauses. “I came to tell you that there is a big family dinner tomorrow. One of the young men has come of 
age to pick a young lady to be his fiance. Don’t be surprised if it’s you.” 

I recoil slightly. “I don’t want to get married! I’m fifteen years old!” 

“I’m afraid you don’t have much of a choice. If this boy doesn’t choose you, one of the others 
will. That’s how it is here, sadly.” 

It doesn t have to be. I keep the words in my head. “Thank you for telling me.” 

“I should be going now.” She gets up and starts heading to the door. “Good night, Angila.” 

“Good night.” I reply. Caterina closes the door softly behind her. 

As I drift off to sleep that night, I’m hit with a realization. If I get married, it will be a lot harder 


for me to leave. Anything could happen. It’s also just not something I’m willing to do, even if it gets me 


closer to more information. I make a mental promise to myself. If I get engaged, I’m running away. I have 


the supplies. And maybe I can convince Caterina to come with me. 


The next evening, after a long, boring day of prepping food in the kitchen listening to gossip 
about me, the time for dinner arrives. The air is buzzing with chatter and casual conversation in the dining 
hall. A hush comes over the room as the boy and a man I assume to be his father enter. They go around 
the room, meeting and talking to all the unmarried women including me. The boy seems uncomfortable 
with the whole situation. 

This is ridiculous, I think, crossing my arms. This isn’t the middle ages. I try to be as uninteresting 
and noncommittal as possible when he talks to me. 

The time comes for the boy to choose. He looks at his father, visibly nervous, and points 
halfheartedly at me. Of course. I almost laugh at the absurdity of the situation. I try not to show my 
emotions as the celebratory dinner commences. Many congratulations are thrown my way, and I accept 


them with a thin smile. I can’t wait for this to be over. 


The next day, Caterina finds me in my room sulking, and informs me that I’m getting a painting 
done. So that’s why I was in that painting with that boy. I realize now I should’ ve recognized him before 
and known what was about to happen. I beg Caterina to come with me. She leads me to a completely new 
part of the house I’ve never been in and we sit in front of the artist. When he asks why Caterina is there, 
she convinces him to add her to the painting. 

We’re sat here for almost an hour. Every moment I’m actively trying not to get up and storm out 


of the room. The more I think about this, the more I know I need to leave. 


Over the next month or so, my restlessness grows as the date of the wedding grows closer. At the 
same time, the proposed day of the huge hit job also looms. I start stashing extra food and supplies. One 


week before the mission is supposed to go down, I approach Caterina. 


“I can’t stay here,” I say quietly, in her room. “In a week, most of the men will be gone on an 
assignment.” 

“They will hunt you down. No one has ever escaped from here.” Caterina says matter-of-factly. 

“T have to try. Maybe if you-” 

“No. I’m not coming with you.” She shuts me down immediately, turning away. 

“Please,” I implore. “I haven’t gotten caught, and it’s been months. Plus, I have something that 
anyone who has ever tried to escape before never had.” 

“And what might that be?” Caterina narrows her eyes, and I wonder if I should tell her. The worst 
that could happen is her not believing me. 

“T’m not from here. This... time period, I mean. I traveled here from over a hundred years in the 
future.” I confess, twisting my dress between my hands. 

“That doesn’t guarantee they won’t still catch you.” 

I blink. “Are you just going to skim over the fact I said I can time travel?” 

She shrugs. “Who cares? It doesn’t change anything.” That was not the reaction I was expecting. 

“Look,” I say, “I know you’re unhappy here. You could come with me, bring your husband and 
kids, and start a new life somewhere!” 

“And how exactly do you suggest I outrun the mafia? I should remind you I have a family. It 
would hardly be easy to run away across Sicily with all my children. I’m not coming with you, I’m sorry.” 

I concede and leave the room, promising myself to try again later. The day before all the men are 
supposed to be gone, I visit Caterina again. 

I knock, and when she tells me to come in I forcefully open the door. She shoots me a glare. “Not 
happening.” 

I close the door and stride over to her. “Look, we need to go. You’re not safe here, and neither am 
I.” My tone gets softer. “Caterina, I could really use some help out there. Your husband isn’t going on the 
mission, right? It’s the perfect time to leave! Tomorrow night, we run. We’ll take a train all the way to 


some city across the island.” 


“It’s not going to work. They will catch us and they will kill us.” Her voice is flat, but I detect a 
hint of desperation. “Not to mention I don’t have enough money for train tickets.” 

“Well, luckily I have these.” I lift my pearl necklaces out of my dress. Her eyes widen. 

“Are they real?” 

“Yep. Wild, uncultured pearls. I hear they sell for a lot around here.” I can’t keep my tone from 
being a little smug. 

Caterina isn’t convinced. “Even if you have the money, where would we go?” 

“We’ll figure that out once we’re outta here. That way, they won't be able to track us. Anything 
else?” 

“What about the kids? My belongings? Where would we live?” She raises an eyebrow. 

I hadn’t thought about where they’d live. “I’d have to do some research, but I’m sure we’ll find 
someplace. It’s better than staying here, that’s for sure. As for your kids, we just need to, I don’t know, 
protect them and find a shelter. And I’m sure you have suitcases for your belongings.” 

“This is a very poorly thought out plan.” She crosses her arms. “I’m not going anywhere unless 
you know exactly what you’re doing.” 

“Caterina, we don’t have time for that!” I beg. “Tomorrow, there isn’t going to be anyone here! 
We can figure everything out as we go. I have enough rations for ten people for a week!” 

The door creaks open and I whirl around. Standing in the doorway is the boy I’m engaged to, 
open mouthed in shock. He points at us with a trembling finger. “You- you’re leaving?” 

I dash over to him and grab his wrist, hard. “You tell no one about this,” I hiss in his ear. 
“Seriously. You will regret it.” Empty threats, but hopefully he won’t think about it too hard. 

“T- uh... okay?” He looks frightened. With any luck he’ll keep quiet, but I can’t count on that. 

“Why are you even here?” I snap, letting go of his wrist and turning away from him. 

“You weren’t in your room. I was going to ask Caterina if she knew where you were.” 


Caterina crosses her arms. “And you didn’t think to knock?” 


He scratches his head and shrugs, looking awkward. “I suppose I forgot. I really am sorry though. 
I won’t tell anyone.” 

“Thanks.” I half smile at him, not really believing it. “Why were you looking for me?” 

“Oh, I was going to say I’m sorry you’re being forced into an arranged marriage. I don’t want to 
do this either. But... it looks like you have that sorted out now.” He fidgets. “Uh, I should go.” 

“Okay. Bye...” I don’t know what else to say. “Thanks again.” 

He exits the room and I lock the door this time. Once he’s gone, I flop onto the armchair and put 
my head in my hands. I start freaking out. Did I just ruin everything? Caterina puts her hand on my 
shoulder. I look up at her. 

“We’ll go.” 

I stare at her in disbelief. “Really?” 

“If he doesn’t keep his word, my family is as good as dead.” She pats my shoulder. “Now, help 


me pack before I change my mind.” 


The next day, the majority of the house is eerily quiet. Caterina and I spend all day preparing to 
leave. We approach her husband, who agrees that it’s the best thing they can do for the family. Once night 
falls, we gather all of the seven kids and luggage while Caterina’s husband, Rocco, goes downstairs to 
distract the men standing guard at the entrance. 

Sneaking downstairs, I peer around the door frame that leads to the entrance room. It’s clear. 
Heart pounding, I wave on Caterina and her kids to follow me. I unlock the front door and wince as it 
creaks open. The crisp night air outside rushes in. We stumble out of the door awkwardly with the 
luggage, Caterina and I holding either end of the trunk while the kids carry suitcases and bags. 

I take a last look at my painting through the window and smirk. Good riddance. But we’re not 
out of danger yet. We shuffle down the dark street into an alleyway and wait in the shadows for Rocco. 


The minutes feel like forever, and I wonder anxiously if he got caught. 


After a while, he appears at the doorway. Like a shadow, he locks the door behind him and slips 
into the darkness. A moment later he seemingly materializes beside us, and Caterina embraces him in 
relief. 

Through the moonlit backstreets, we make our escape, led by my great great grandfather. He tells 
us one of his relative’s houses is available to stay in for the moment. The claws of dread around my 
stomach ease slowly the farther we get from that awful house. 

After walking for what seems like forty-five minutes, we finally stop in front of an alleyway door. 
Rocco knocks while Caterina and I wearily set down the trunk, stretching our tired arms. After a second, 
the door swings open, revealing an annoyed-looking woman. Her annoyance melts when she sees Rocco, 
and she sweeps him into a tight hug. 

“My cousin,” he explains, and introduces all of us. He then turns to his cousin. “Sorry to bother 
you so late.” 

“Oh, it’s no problem at all! Come on in.” She waves us in, helping us with the luggage. “Make 
yourselves at home.” 

The house is cozy and dimly lit. There isn’t much space, so we have to share beds. Rocco’s 
cousin insists on sleeping on the couch. Caterina and Rocco share one bed, me and the other kids are split 
between three more. As I drift off to sleep, I think about how grateful I am that we have a place to stay. 


All I can do now is hope that everything works out. 


Over the next few days, Caterina, Rocco, and I go off to try and earn money for ten train tickets. I 
bring my three strands of pearls, and she brings some of her finest jewelry that she’s not particularly 
attached to. As we go around downtown, I strain my mind to remember our family history. If I can recall 
where my Nonna was born, maybe I can narrow down where Caterina needs to go so she can make the 
future happen. 

Suddenly, I’m hit with a realization. What if everything I’m doing is messing up the timeline? 


What if I mess things up so badly that I don’t even exist anymore when I travel back to the present? My 


heart starts beating faster. I shake my head. No. focus on the task at hand. I have to have faith that this 
will work out as it should. 

At some point in my existential breakdown, the back of my mind came up with an answer. 
Messina. The city where my Nonna grew up in. And so did Lila, my great grandmother, if I remember 
correctly. She’s one of Caterina’s kids that I’m sharing a bed with. Oh god it’s weird how my great 
grandmother is younger than me. 

I dash over to Caterina. “I figured out where we have to go!” I exclaim, breathing heavily. 

“Whoa, calm down.” She puts her hand on my shoulder. “Where is this?” 

“Messina! It’s on the Eastern end of the North coast.” 

She looks delighted. “Brilliant! Although, how do you know that’s the place we should head to?” 

“My dad, so your great grandson, told me your granddaughter, my Nonna, grew up there and for 
that to happen, Lila needs to live there so she can meet my great grandfather!” I say in a rush. 

Caterina blinks. “I’m sorry?” 

I take a breath and slow down. “My dad told me that Lila lived in Messina, and that’s where she 
had Elena, my Nonna.” 

“I see!” She smiles warmly at me. “I am very glad you figured it out. I was a little bit worried for 
a second that we didn’t have a plan.” 

“Now we just have to get the funds.” My mouth sets in a determined line. 

We spend hours finding people interested and convincing them to buy. I worry that we won’t be 
able to get the money, but after a couple more days, we manage to scrape together enough for ten tickets 
to Messina. 

As I’m gleefully handing the money to Caterina after counting it, something in my peripheral 
catches my eye. I look over at it and clap my hands over my mouth to keep from screaming. A man I 
recognize as my formerly betrothed fiance’s father is slinking around under the nearest store’s awning. 

I turn to warn Caterina, but as I open my mouth to tell her, his gaze finds mine. My nerves are 


instantly frozen. The air seems to get colder, and chills spread over me. My throat dries up in terror. 


“Look out,” I manage to croak, but it’s too late. The gun is already aimed at her forehead. As if 
waiting for the worst possible moment, my surroundings blur as they haven’t done in months. Gravity 
goes sideways, and then I’m falling through time. 

I land on my rug, flat on my back. The wind is knocked out of me, and I gasp for breath that’s out 
of reach. 

“No,” I whisper, distraught. I need to go back! Caterina’s in danger! 

When the wind returns to guide my breathing, I struggle to my feet and pace around my room. 
How do I get back? There must be a pattern between the times I’ve been sucked into the vortex. I put my 
face in my hands, straining to remember. I think back to all the times I’ve time traveled. What was the 
connection? 

Then it comes to me. Spiraling in my mind somehow manifests itself physically and sends me 
into the past! Every time it’s happened, I was in a state of panic the moment before. So to go back, I just 
need to induce anxiety in myself, a seemingly easy task. What makes me stress out? How do I send 
myself into a spiral of existential dread? 

I try to think about the things that made me lose control before. English assignment due in five 
days? My bloodline and existence about to be erased? Ooh, what about my future, that always seems to 
work! I wait for the panic to set in, but it never does. 

My mouth twists into a grim smile. It’s darkly funny, the one time I need the time travel to 
happen, I can’t make myself do it. The despair starts to seep into my thoughts, and I feel utterly hopeless. 

A sharp knock on my door startles me. “Avery, we’re leaving in five minutes! Are you ready?” 

Oh crap. I forgot about school! I haven't even started getting ready to go! And I still have to go 
back in time and save Caterina! There’s too much happening. Any second now, my dad is going to open 
the door and see me in these ridiculous old clothes, not even remotely close to ready for school. 

The world begins to spin. YES! Finally! I give into the hurricane of colors, and whirl back to the 


past. 


I materialize directly in front of the gun, between it and Caterina. The man jumps in surprise and 
pulls the trigger by reflex. It misses by a few feet, ricocheting into a metal gate with an ear-shattering 
clang. 

I grab Caterina by the wrist and bolt away before he can take another shot. We disappear down 
the sidestreets, twisting and turning for miles until we’re sure we’ve lost him. My heart feels like it’s 
going to jump out of my throat and onto the street, and dizziness threatens. I shove it back, the need to be 
here outweighing my panic. Once we’re far enough away from where the man was, we decide we need to 
get on the train now. As fast as our legs will carry us, we hurry over to Rocco’s cousin’s house. 

We burst inside, panting and grabbing luggage. Rocco looks over from the table, startled. 

“What’s going on? Why are you in such a rush?” he asks. 

I answer since Caterina is still out of breath. “They found us. I think we lost him, but we need to 
leave for Messina right now.” 

He springs into action, gathering the kids and the rest of our bags. We say hurried goodbyes to 
Rocco’s bewildered cousin, then we’re out the door. He and Caterina lead us through the city, avoiding 
the city square where we ran into the mafioso. When we get to the station, Caterina pays for the tickets 
while Rocco keeps a lookout for anyone who might be tailing us. 

Caterina runs over to us. “The train is leaving right now!” She gasps. “If we hurry, we can make 
it!” 

That’s when I notice the man with the gun from before along with several more entering the train 
station. I squash my panic and jump into action. 

“Run!” I cry. 

I grab one of the youngest kids and dash through the crowd with the others, trying to lose them. 
We can’t let them see which train we get on. We reach the platform to Messina right as the doors are 
closing. I stick my foot in the doors to keep them open, and we force our way in. I glance over my 
shoulder and see the mafiosos running the opposite direction, and I really hope they didn’t see which way 


we went. 


The train whistle sounds as we rush into a cabin. We put our luggage on the racks, ignoring the 
disgruntled passengers around us. I keep my trunk on the ground and stay touching it, paranoid of time 
travel. If I travel forward in time on the train, who knows what could happen. I could reappear on bare 
track, the train leaving me behind. I refuse to let that happen. 

The constant rush of the last few hours begins to fade away, softening into a lull for the time 
being. I sit on my trunk, letting the others settle into the seats. We all take a breath, looking out the 
window and trying to relax. 

“Mami, where are we going?” One of the kids asks. I realize we haven’t told them much about 
this plan. 


“Messina, darling.” She replies. A little dreamily, she says, “it’s going to be our new home.” 


Hours pass on the train. The kids are slumped over in their seats, fast asleep. The afternoon 
crawls along lazily, warm sunlight streaming through the window. Hills roll along beside us, and the 
train’s engine provides a soothing rumbling noise. I glance around and see Caterina gazing out the 
window. She looks over at me and beckons me to come closer. I lean over. 

“I suppose you have to leave soon.” She murmurs. I nod. “I have something for you.” She reaches 
around to the back of her neck and unclasps something. Caterina holds up a sparkling golden locket and 
places it in my palm, covering both of our hands with her other one. 

“It’s beautiful,” I whisper. “Are you sure you want to give it to me?” 

“This will help you control your time travel.” She says. My eyes widen. Hers twinkle with a 
mischievous spark. “Did you really think you were the only one in the family who time travels?” She 
sighs with nostalgia. “I remember my adventures as a child.” 

“Thank you.” My voice breaks. “Thank you for everything.” 

Caterina pulls me into a hug and I hold onto her tightly. When we pull away, I know it’s time to 
go. 


“Pll never forget you, Avery.” 


I blink, confused. “How do you know my real name?” 

She winks mysteriously. “I’ll tell my family you got off at the last stop. I wish you safe travels.” 

I smile and say goodbye one last time. Then, I open the locket. It glows with a golden light, and 
the train disappears in a swirl of color. There is no falling sensation this time, just a gentle twirl as I take 
in the kaleidoscope of space-time for what I plan to be the last time. 

My room fades in around me, and the locket snaps shut. Sitting on my trunk, I just close my eyes 
for a moment, immensely relieved to be back home. 

My dad knocks on the door again, and I snap back to my surroundings. 

“Uh- almost ready!” I call through the door. 

I rush to change and get ready for school. Somehow, we manage to leave only five minutes late. I 
dash into the car and we hit the road. My heart is pounding, but I feel no dizziness. Elated, I glance down 
at my necklace. 

“Where’d you get that?” My dad asks. “I recognize it.” 


“I... uh, found it in the trunk you let me use.” I lie. 


Once I get to school, I head to my first period class. English again. In class, I’m again reminded 
of the fact the short story is due on Friday and I have nothing. I start to panic and wait for the world to 
spin, but again, it doesn’t. I grab my locket, suddenly hit with an idea. 

I know exactly what to write. I open my computer and start typing. 


Usually I thrive in English class, but this new assignment is stressing me out. 


